THE FIRST PLANNED ECONOMY! CONTROL OF INDUSTRY
plenty a convenient proportion of wages:' later in the reign
of James I was instituted the first minimum wage law on the
English statute-book.1
The question how far the authoritarian regulation of
wages existed in practice has been much canvassed. Wage
assessments in one branch or another of industry have a
continuous history for over two and a half centuries (1563 to
1824)5 and they have been revived in the twentieth century;
but the machinery was most commonly put into operation
in the first hundred years. Its efficient working depended
primarily upon the hold which the central authority main-
tained over the local magistrates.   Under Elizabeth and the
Early Stuarts the government displayed a genuine solicitude
for distressed artisans, and showed itself ready to support
the interests of workmen against their employers, so that the
procedure cannot be regarded as purely one-sided. Cases of
intervention were especially frequent in the reign of Charles I
when an active social policy was pursued. Apart from the
discussion of the actual enforcement of wage control, the
whole conception has been criticized on various grounds.
Historians denounced it as an instrument for degrading and
impoverishing the labourer: economists condemned it as a
violation of the principles of laissez-faire: employers stressed
the technical difficulties of a uniform scale: workers some-
times claimed that wages should be governed by merit.
However we may reasonably draw certain broad conclusions.
State control provided a safeguard against undue oppression.
The occasions on which the wage-earners themselves pressed
for official rates may be interpreted as an indication that it
was not considered to work unfairly in their interests. Again
it did not prevent a rise in wages since assessments which
ran counter to the popular sentiment remained inoperative.
'The poor/ it was said towards the end of the seventeenth
century, 'laugh at them and cry:' 'Statute work against statute
wages." For laws will not make nor influence prices in open
market.9 Lastly the attempt to vary the remuneration of
1 The act of 1604 applied to the woollen industry.
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